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The economy of insurance proposes mainly two big threats for the sustainability of private life 
insurance: ‘moral hazard’ and ‘adverse selection’. An asymmetric distribution of information weakens 
the supply-side of the insurance market as the insurer has only access to ‘average’ information (based 
on mortality statistics etc.) while the (potential) insured has access to personal health information (cf. 
Akerlof 1970; Drèze and Schokkaert 2012). Economists take this asymmetric distribution of 
information and the corresponding behavior of the homo economicus for granted.  
Francois Ewald (2012) draws attention to the epistemology of 19
th
 century statistics as a Foucauldian 
condition of possibility for the proliferation of insurance practices and the development of what he 
called an ‘insurance society’. The development of a ‘good, average man’ (Mc Fall 2011) through 
statistics contributed as a major resource for the establishment of ‘insurance goods. The growing 
possibilities to calculate the risk for certain diseases to occur, made threats more visible and 
calculable. This insurance epistemology at work had far reaching consequences for social policy and 
social welfare as ‘selfish’ decisions to insure oneself against evils of all kind had a post factor 
redistributive solidarity as an effect. 
The advent of the insurance society stabilized the practices of the insurance market. This insurance 
society – supported by the statistics of ‘the norm’ –  is, however, not stabilized once and for all. In the 
last thirty years, internet databanks and the growing capacity to store data changed thoroughly the way 
insurers have to cope with data. We are entering an era of ‘big data’ and the methods that could be 
applied to the 19
th
 century information are not apt anymore. ‘Big data’ demands a new epistemology: 
the ‘norm’ has to be replaced by the ‘profile, the bell curve around the average has to be replaced by a 
rhizome in which there are only singularities in relation to other data. Ewald (2012) thematizes this 
change of era and the way insurance has to cope with the avalanche of ‘big data’. 
The constant interaction between and the co-production of an epistemology at work, institutions under 
pressure and societal/economic discourse has to be investigated attentively. An STS approach, which I 
propose in this paper, investigates how these dynamics are stabilized and how these dynamics evolve 
over time. STS wants to open up the black box of taken for granted stable dynamics by mapping 
heterogeneous and contingent agencements. In This paper I will demonstrate how an STS approach 
that goes beyond governmentality is particular useful to study this field of interaction since STS has 
attention for the material devices and inscriptions that are used to handle ‘classical’ mortality statistics 
and how these are altered to cope with the new structure of ‘Big Data’.  
